Loyola University Chicago

Loyola eCommons
Master's Theses

Theses and Dissertations

1959

Symbolism in the Short Stories of Katherine Anne Porter
Mary St. Peter Smith
Loyola University Chicago

Follow this and additional works at: https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses
Part of the English Language and Literature Commons

Recommended Citation
Smith, Mary St. Peter, "Symbolism in the Short Stories of Katherine Anne Porter" (1959). Master's Theses.
1706.
https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses/1706

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses and Dissertations at Loyola eCommons. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Master's Theses by an authorized administrator of Loyola eCommons. For more
information, please contact ecommons@luc.edu.
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 3.0 License.
Copyright © 1959 Mary St. Peter Smith

SYlIBOLISM IN THE SHOFT STORIES
OF KATHRRINE AlrnE PORTER

by

(;, AI\; 1'" h))

Sister )Aary st. Peter1 S.N.D.

A.1he.is Submitted to the Faculty ot the Graduate Sohool

ot Loyola University in Partial Fulfillment of
the Pequirement. for the Degre. of
Master of Art,

F.bruary
1959

LIFE
Sister Mary St. Peter, S.N.D., was born in Cleveland, Ohio, January 16,
1925.
She was graduated from Notre Dame Aoademy, Cleveland, Ohio, June, 1944,
and from Notre Dame College, South Euclid, OhiO, June, 1949, with the degree

of Bachelor of Art,.
From 1949 to 1958 the author taught Emglish in the high lohools in
Cleveland, Ohio and to, Angelee, California.
at Loyola University in June, 1963.

11

She began her graduate studies

TABLE OF CONTENTS
page

Chapter
I.

TYPES 010' SYMBOLISM USED IN WRITING •

•

•

•

•

•

1

•

•

•

•

•

8

. ..

•

13

'Purpo.e ot the thesis--?rocedure--The French Symbolist
Vove..nt--The modern literary Iymbol--Claasificatlonl of
symbol••
II.

BACKGlWUUD OF KATRERIIITE ANNE PORTER.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Influence ot the South, Catholicism, and trave1--Influence
of reading--Watural .ensiti~ity ot Katherine Anne ?orter.
III.

SYMBOLISJ-1 IN SELECTED STORIES.

•

.. .. ..

..

.

..

..

..

The function ot symbolism in the short stories ot Katherine
Anne Porter--Baae, tor the selection ot the stories-Analysis of storie. containing religious symbolism, "Flowering Judas," Pale Ror.e, Pale Rider," and "The Jilting ot
Granny Weatherall "-Analysis ot stor1.f:l' containi ng Dature
symbolisMs "That Tree" and *Maria Concepclon"--Analysis ot
stories containing perlonal symbolism. "Noon Wine," "The
Leaning Tower," and "The cracked Looklng-Glass."
IV.

..

EFFECTIVENESS OF MISS POR'l'ER t S SYMBOLISM •

•

•

•

56

.. •

60

The need ot an analysis of the symbolism in the short
.torie. ot Katherine Anne Porter--The eftectiveness with
which Mi.s Porter use. symbolism.
BIBLIOGRAPHY.

•

•

. .. .. ..

•

.

• .. • ..

iii

•

.. ..

•

•

•

CHAPTEF I

TYPES OF SYMBOLISM USED IN WRITING
In her introduotion to Flowering Judas

~

Other Storie •• Katherine Anne

Porter explains that her stories belong to a large plan which she is still engaged in carrying out.
the

~

The stories are what she has been ahle to aohieve in

of order. form, and statement in a period of dislooations in a whole

society. She further explains that she is absorbed in the effort "to underRtand
the logio of this majestic and terrible failure of the life of man in the
western world."l

Presumably then. the meaning and sources of man', failure

are the absorbing themes in her writing. The short story. however. her vehicle
for communicating these themes. has the limitation of all short fiction in that
its very brevity makes the presentation of a broad theme difficult.

One

80-

lution to this problem DI8\Y be the use of symbolism by the short story writer.
It 11 the pur-pose of this thesia to show how and to what extent Katherine Anne
~orter

ute. symbolism to expresl.broad themes in her short storiea.

Thi. thesis will Include,

first. the definition of symbolism in general

and the types of symbolism used by Katherine Anne Porter J second. a consideratlon of the influenoe of Katherine Anne Porter's background on her use of
symbolism. third. an analysis of the use of symbolism in selected otories;

lKatherine Anne Porter, Flowering Judaa and Other Stories (New York,
1940) •
1

2

finally, Oomm.et'lt on the .alu. or a study 01' the aymbol1_ in the short stories

ot ratherine AllEle Porter.

let,

Tn

a oertain sen•• , all writers us. symbolism because all men are symbol-

by

nature. Yen tend to tind in objeots and .pDening. a aignitloanoe

0 ••1" and

a'heWe the mean1ng of the objeot or &otten itself'.

The badge ls not

only apleoe ot deoorated metal, but 1t aleo stands for authority. the crOWD.
1, not only a dtettnoti'M hat, but 1t alao means Dower. a trophy I, not merely
au elaborate wop, but it also repneent. the honor ot viotory, olenohlng a

fist ts not just a preparation tor a tight, but 1t 11 al,o a 11gn ot anger or
hatred.

-rhe ba.dge, the oJ"OWft, the trophy, the clanohed flst are symbol. be-

oause they are .lgns of something beyond

thems.l~es.

,bAt Iymbol a, understood by the FHnoh symbolists

oentuJ"y I, a

liteJ"~

ot the nineteenth

tool designed to inorea•• the intelleotual pleasure of'

both writer md reader by atimulatlng oreat1"lty on the 'Part or both.

'J'he

SymboUat Movement ..... not a movement in the lense ot an organi.ed .eJ"le.

or

e.ent. tending toward lome detln1te end, but rather a .erl•• or reactions and
Influenoea. ,.he .eohau1ltl0 approach to the weI" ld In the se'ft!1teenth oentury
and the Dvw1..nian approaoh to mart in the nineteenth .erttUJ"Y carried O'f8r into
the WOJ'ld of l1t.,.ature.

'The ..chanistio Intluenoe appeared 1n literature as

an 8Il'phe.da on meohanioal -perfection 112 literary torm.

,he Dvwlnian approaoh

to _ •• or rather the approuh whieh followed on the dis88111inat1on ot Damn'l
theorie., influenced writers to plaee man in the eelenoe laboratory and to
.tudy hill with e018ntltl0 objecti"ity_

As there were 'Pomant1c ....itere who

r.belled against the restraint or meohanlcal perfection. eo too weI". th....
writere who rebelled against loient1t1c objeotl.1ty oarrled over into litera-

3

ture.

The rebellion of these writers took the form of symbolism

which spiritual realities ignored by the

di8curs1~e

by

means 01'

logic 01' science could be

expressed.
The symbolist
and Yallarme.

~o~ement

was set oft

~r

the W2"itings of Poe,

~audelaire,

The critical theories of Poe were disoovered, translated, and

disseminated by Baudelaire and Malla~. and were the bases for the Symbolist
theories.

The symbol, with its air at mystery and its need for oreativity on

the part of' both reader and writer, intrigued thft writers wbo were interested
in the new style.
Mallarme'B explanation of the appeal of' symbolism as stated by Edmund
Wilson is as tollowst

"The Parnasaians take the thing just as it is and put

it bef'ore us--and consequently they are detioient in mystery,

they

the mind 01' the delioious joy of believing that it is creating.

depri~e

To name an

objeot is to do away with the three-quarters of the enjoyment of the poem
which is derived from the satisfaction 01'

~lesslng

little by little,

to

suggest it, to e~oke It--that is what charms the imaginatlon. tt2
To approximate the indefiniteness 01' music and to intimate things rather
than state them plainly were prim~ aims of the symbolists.

They detined

Itj"IIlbolillll as "an attempt by oarefully studied means--a oomplicated association ot ideas represented
personal feelings.

~

a medley of metaphors--to communicate unique

Far from using conventional symbols. the Symbolists dealt

in symbol. so private and oomplex that they succeeded 1n making poetry so
much a private ooncern of the poet's that it turned out to be inoommunicable

2Edmund Wilson, Axel's Castle (New York. 1945). p. 20.

4

to the reader. ,,3
The French Symboli.t Movement never carried over completely into English
and American writing, neverthless, it was a source of influence for the
Imagists and such writers al W. B. Yeats, T. S. F.liot, James Joyce and Gertrude
stein.
There are several definitions of the modern literary symbol. We bIter'.

- ----............ ---_....

New International Dictionary defines it as "the art of expressing the invisible

~

means of visible or sensuous representationa" and "artistic imitation

or invention, not ad an end in itself but as a method of revealing or suggesting immaterial ideal, or otherwise intangible truth or states." William
Tindall says that the literary symbol, "an analogy for something unstated,
consiste of an articulation of verbal elements that, going beyond reference
and the limits of disoourse, embodies and offers a complex of feeling and
thought. "4
Symbol and allegory are not synonymoua in modern terminology, although
such writers as Dr. Johnson, Baudelaire, Melville, and many others use aIle.
gory

and symbol interohangeably.

One may distinguish between symbol and

allegory by defining symbol al an organic growing together of image and meaning, and allegory as a meohanioally systematic relationship.

The allegorist

begins with an abstraction and then produces a concrete fiction to embody
that abstractionJ the symbolilt begins

~th

a concrete fiction and use. it to

communicate spiritual reality.

3Ibid., pp. 20-21.
4willlam York Tindall, ~ Literary Symbol (New York, 1955), p. 12.
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Ba8ically, symbolism I, a literary device
reveal intangihle feelings, states, and ideals.

~

means ot which its user oan
It is in this eense, and not

as synonymous with allegory, that symbolism i8 used in this thesia.
Symboll may be classified in several way..

Some symbols, suoh as the

badge and crown mentioned previously in this the.is, are olassed as arbitrary
or conventional beoauae they have been eet arbitrarily by man to represent
something.

Such things have no symbolio meaning in themselves, but have had

their meaning established for them.
other objeots or aotions may become assooiated with some event and
come to have a "natural" symboUam.
violenoe.

10

Blood has become a "natural" symbol for

Darkne.s has come to stand for evil.

"washing one'l hands, for

example, does not neceslarily signify that one teels guilt • • • •

~t

when

Shakespeare has Lady Maobeth, in the .leep-walking scene in Macbeth, attempt
to walh the imaginary blood from her hand., her action becomes a .ymbol ot her
teeling ot guilt.

The simple and ordinarily unimportant act turns into a

revelation of character--bec0m81 adorned with a ~bollc toroe."5
Tradition asoribe' symbolio meaning to colors,

red, anger, love, dangerJ

green, hope, youth, jealousy. white, purity, tear, death.

certain animale have

taken on symbolio meaning because of attrl bute. aS80ciated with them.
is a symbol of strength, the peacock, of pride, the pig, gluttony.
many others too numerous to mention.
symbolic meaning

by

The ox

There are

In tbe l1tttrary line this development ot

traditional use haa often been the result of the frequent

use of that object in metaphors.

Vetaphor, however, 11 not synonymous with

5eleanth Brook. and Fobert Penn Warren, Modern Phetoric (New York. 1949),
p. 431.

symbol.

The funotion of the metaphor i t to make a oomparison.

funotions, not to equate, but to

SU~&eBt

The symbol

hidden signifioanoe.

VIt'hen a writer malces use of natural or traditional 8ymbols, he oan usually
the assurance that his meaning will be clear to the reader.

ha~e

this type of symbol,

howe~er,

has several

diMad~antage't

The use of

theBe natural or

traditional symbols have sometimes taken on more than one meaning, and are
not

10

clear as they might seem to be. besides this, unless they are used In

a new way, they lack emotional impact.
What may

be

used a8 a symbol? writers

to embody thought or feeling.
18 the image in oontext.

ha~e

used anything that is able

One of the most oommon things used as a symbol

In the writings of Hawthorne, for example, an image

refleoted in a mirror or in water frequently represents the true
spiritual reality.
!loby

~,

~iew

or the

Actions, suoh as Ahab'8 purau1t of the white whale in

may be symbolio.

"aiantesa, Bostonian Prufrock, and even the man

in shirt sleeves make it plain that person may serve as symbol."6 Ouotations
and literary allusions may be used to add to one meaning

by

importing another.

Dreams oan be used to provide knowledge beyond that or waking hours and have
been used symbolioally

by

luoh symboliBt. as James .10yoe and Virginia Woolf'.

Myth, too, may be ueed as a symbolic form.
~o

states.

Language

~'ithout

~ ~

This 18 indioated by Tindall,

denying its cultural importanoe, Ernst Ca88irer in

finds myth a symbolio form whioh 11ke language, religion,

soienee, or art oreates a world and a way of seeing it.
from the mode of

di8eur8i~

6Tindall, p. 108.

As remote as possible

logic with it. distinctions, myth conoentrates

.,
experienoe by analogy} for, like language, myth has its roots in metaphorical
thinking.«?
To summarize, men use
~ome

~bolism

to express the spiritual, the intangible.

things are so well eatablished by tradition as symbols that they can

funotion as symbols with very little effort on the part of the writer who
uses them.

Other

thl~~s

will function as symbols only if the writer estab-

lishes them as such for a particular story.

A writer can use almost anything

as a symbol.
Since symbolism i8 used to express spiritual realities of which the writer
is aware, a study of the use of symbolism by a partioular writer ma.y well in-

elude mention of some of the factors Whioh influenoe the awareness both of
spiritual realities and of symbo11am as a n08sible means of expressing those
real! ties.

The relationship of Katherine

.~nne

Porter's baokground to her use

of symbolism, then, will be conddered in the next chapter.

-

1 Yb1d •• p. 177.

CHAPTER II

BACKGROUrm OF KATHERINE ANNE PORTli.'R

Man 18 not a creature formed 801ely by the influenoes of hill background.
but no one oan deny the importance of this influenoe on him.

~Io

writer is a

.ymboliat just because he 8eeMS suited to symbolism by baokground and training. but there is at least a possibility that he may tend in that direction
a8 a rellUlt of background and training.

There are 801fte factors in the early

life of Katherine Anne Porter whioh are related to her use of symbolism and
which show their influence on her writing.
Katherine Anne Porter was born in 1894 in Indian Creek, Texas.

She spent

her childhood in Texas and Louisiana and received her formal eduoation at small
oonvent Ichools for girls.

She did not attend college, but she set about her

.elt-eaucation b,y reading the classics.

She worked as a newspaper reporter

in Dallas and in Denver until this oareer was interrupted

~

a serious 111ness.

She began to travel in the United,Statel, RUrope, and Mexioo.
The Southern baokground, the travel, and the newspaper career have helped
to furnish plot and baokground tor many of Wisl Porter'. storie..
ooney in

~

Fiction

~

£rltioi.m ot Katherine

~ ~orter

Farry J.

pOints out the

similarity between the baokground and desoription in the "Old Mortality"
storie. and the desoription and baokground of her own life given by Mia.
Porter in an article entitled "Portrait,

Old South" apoearing 1n Mademoiselle.

Tn an artie Ie on the sources of "Noon Wine," Niss Porter indioates the part
~

9

inoidents in her own life have played in her tiction.
Although her experiences in the

South~

in Mexico, and abroad provide

Katherine Anne Porter with ooncrete material for storie., it is her reading
which points the

~y

her self.eduoation,

to her assooiation with 8ymbolism. During the years of
~i81

Porter

wal

tar trom any literary center, and she say8

that this kept her from discipleship in any oarticular school of writing.
sohool of writing, then, was her reading which,

1.8

Her

she says, Kwas a grand

sweep of English and translated classiol from the beginning up to about 1800.
'hen I began with the newcomers and found new incltement. w8
When she was about fifteen, she was imitating Laurence sterne in What

she saye wal!l for years almost an apprenticeship to a oraft.
e~er.

~he

to remain under the exolusive intluenoe of Laurence sterne.

was not, how-

The new-

oomers who incited her are significant becauae they are all writers who habitually u.e symbolism.

"I had grown up with theae [Laurence sterne, Jane Austen,

BIIily Bronte, and Henry Jaes], and I went on growing with W. B. Yeats, the
firlt ahort Itories of Jame. Joyoe, the earliest novels of Virginia woolf. a9
She notea elsewhere.

"Many of us who came up, were eduoated, you might 3ay,

in oontemporary literature, not at sohools at all but by five writers:

Henry

James, James Joyoe, W. B. Veate, T. S. Eliot, and Ezra pound."lO
Katherine Anne Porter"

reading of aymboli't literature indioate, her

8Ar thur lunltz and John Hayoraft, Twentieth century Authors (Wew York,
1942), p. 1118.

9Katherine Anne 'Dorter. The Tiays Before (New York, 1952), p. 113.
lOYbld., p. '74.

10

appreciation of the symbol as a means of expression.
litera~~re

The reading of symbolist

may also haye provided her with a source of symbols and suggested

to her the ways in which symbolism could be used to expres8 the themes she had
in mind.
~arly

writing.
R~

reading was not the only influenoe on Katherine Anne Porter's
An early training in Catholicism shows its influenoe in her stories.

B. Welt lays of her. "Her attitude toward her material shows olearly the

result of her Roman Catholic upbringing. her Southern background, her travels,
and her interest in soalal oausea."n There leem8 to be a .trong Catholio
influenoe in stories 11ke "Flowering Judas" and "Pale Horse, Pale Rider,"
where symbolism is very pronounced.

There 1s, however, scarcely any story

whioh does not have an atmosphere of Cathol1cllm in it sose plaoe.
Jilting of

Gr_nny~atherall"

In "The

she has caught the feeling of the sharp-witted

old woman who haa a reverenoe for the prie.t--"Cornelia, where are your
manners.

Give Father Connolly a ohair"--hut who still preserves her spiritual

independenoe--"She had her seoret comfortable understanding with a few favorite sainte who oleared a straight road to God for her."12
The eonsoioul use of symbolism require. a oertain sensitivity on the part
of the user.

The writer must be able to suggest oY8rtones of meaning

10

that

the reader may find symbolio meaning in what otherwise would 88em insignlfioant.

Whether Katherine Anne Porter noa8.ssed thi8 power of sensitivity by

llRay B. West, Jr., The Short story!!! Amerioa ~-~ (Chioago, 1952),
p. '75.

12porter, Flowering Jud.al, p. 132.

11
nature or whether she deTeloped it by reading ia difficult to ascertain, the
fact remains that she has thh sensitivity.
One of

)~1s8

Porter's most .triking .tylistl0 power. 18 her ability to

.elect the images to Buit the oharacters in the .tories.
Young laye.

On thil point Vernon

"In Mis. Porter's narratives, the context is all.

The rhythm.

tone, and imagery of her prose are scrupulously .elected, or rather developed.
in keeping with the ocoasion repre.ented and the person involved."13 This
ability, in turn, re.ts on another one·-the sensitivity to insignificant details which can reveal character. Ray B. west notes this in his .'8ay.
"Katherine Anne Porter and 'Historic Memory'·,

~

must begin vaguely b,y

saying that Katherine Anne Porter's creative .ensitivity, like Miranda's, 1s
a 'powerful soeial .en.e' whioh deteots special and .ubtle mean ings in experience and translate. them into fiction.

By thi., we mean that her sen.e., 'like

a fine .et of antennae,- deteot meanings 1n experienoe which are then transformed into aesthetie experienc••• where the meanings are made available
through their embodiment in recognizable images, characters, and ev.nt~."14
To show how Katherine Anne Porter doe. this would be to show

how

she u ••s

symboli.m, and that is the work of the next chapter.
Clo.ely allied to sensitivity i. the poetic power to suggest overtones.
tn "A 'Matter of Quality," William 'I'roy remarks, "This gift for making audible
what might be called the overtone. of tact i, responsible for Mi.s Porter'.

lSvernon A. Young, ~The Art of Katherine Anne porter." NMQ, XV (Autumn,
.1945), 326.

-

l4pay R. West, Jr., "Katherine Anne Porter and .Hi.toric Memory',"
?,opk1ns pev1ew, VI (Fall, 1952), 18.

12

success over such

Q

wide range of subjeots. H1S

much of the prose of Katherine Anne norter.

~oetic power 18 apparent in

The drearr. .eotiona or "Flower!n,;

,rudas" and "Pale Horee, Dale Rider," the coming of death and the lamp-lighting
in "The .filti ng of Oranny Weatherall," the c lose of

d~y

after the trial in

ft-Maria Concepeion," all ehow her noetic powerl.
To summarize, Katherine Anne Porter's baokground hal a relationship to
her SUbsequent us. of symbolism.

Tn the riret place, her Southern, ratholio

baokground and her travel. at homo and abroad gave her an enrichment whioh
oould supply her with symbolism.
wri tar. who used symbolism.

~eoondly.

she read and admired the works of

In the third plaoe, her sensitivity and her power

to 8uegest overtones of meanint would enable her to use

8~boll.m.

Although the observations contained in this ohapter indioate background
influenoe. on

~ri!lS

Porten"'s u.e of symbolisll, they do not explain how and to

what extent Katherlne Anne Porter u.es aymbol1_.

The .. two points w111 be

oonsidered in the next ohapter.

lSwilUam Troy, "A 'Matter of Quality," l1atlon,
517.

ext! (October 50,

1935),

CHAPTIm III

SnmOLISY Illf SELECTED STORIES

stories suoh a8 "Pale f'orse. Pale Rider." tiThe Flowering Judas." and
"The Leaning Tower" may suggest that Miss Porter is a critic of the 800ia1
and poll tical life of her age J however. she states in the "Introduotion" to
Flowering Juda.s and Other Stories that she i8 attempting to understand the
logio ot the failure of man in the Western world.
800ial and politioal.

This failure is not only

Its roots lie in the philosophy whioh has built the

800 iety whi oh has fa! led.

Sinoe Kather ine Anne Porter 11 deal ing wi th a

philosophioal theme, she may, in a oertain 8ense. be called a philosophioa1
writer.

It iI, however, by the use" of symbolism rathsr than by dialeotic.

that she unfolds her theme.
In order to reveal the tailure ot modern man, Miss Porter presents the
failure in the lives of individual men.
the earth haa beoome barren.

They have sinned against love, and

Those who oan beoome oompletely absorbed in the

trivial oan find a certain satisfaotion in material enjoyments, but those who
think oan find nothing but boredom and fear.
for a redemption,

"~

There is a need in their lives

extliation. the fruotifying element of love, or at !eut

some spirt tual 10et',1 or dream.
Sinoe an analysis of all the short stories written by Katherine Anna
Porter would be rather lengthy, some bases for .eleotion had to be made.
stories seleoted tor analysis in this thesis are those whieh have as their
13

The

14
theme the failure of man in Western oivilization.
seleotion was made.

An additional basis for

qince Miss Porter uses a great variety of symbols, to

Give lome order to the grmlping of the storie., those stories were seleoted
whoe. predominant symbols would fall into one of three groups.
symbols, nature symbols, and personal symbols established
a partioular story.
"~l0W8rlng

"That

~reeR

Mise Porter for

The group whose dominant symbols are religious inoludes

Judas," "Pale horse, Pale

~eatherall."

~

religious

~lder."

and "The .Tilting of Granny

Those stories analyzed in whioh nature symbols predominate are
and

~aria

Conoepoion."

"Noon Wine," "The Leaning Tower," and

"The Craoked Looking-Glass" are inoluded in the group whose predominant symbols are personal symbol ••
"Flowering .Judas" more than any other story by Katherine Anne Porter
reveals the presenoe of the theme of man's failing beoause of a betrayal of
love.

The events of

"~lawering

Laura, an attractive young

Judas" take place in revolutionary Mexioo.

wan~n

from the United states, has come to Mexioo

to devote herself to one of the politioal parties there.

She teaches in a

small oountry school, attends union meetings, and oarries message., money,
oigarettes, and narcotios to party member. who are in prison or in hiding.
She i. annoyed by the attentions of the revolutionary leader nraggioni, Who
came. eaoh night to .erenade her.

Other Men have tried to make love to her,

but none oan break down her reserve.
ing wite and 18 forgiven.

Braggioni finally return. to his sorrow-

Laura goes to bed and dreams ot her lover Eugenio,

who has just oommitted suicide in prison b.Y taking an overdose of the narcotios
she hal brought htm.
Judas tree to eat.

In her nightmare h. gives her blossoms of the Flowering
When ahe does eat them, Rug.nio calls her a cannibal and a

15

murderer.

She cries out, nNol" and wakes up trembling.

Pay B. We.t, Jr., gives an explication of the symbolism of this story in

"Katherine Anne Porter,

A summary

Symbol and Theme in 'Flowering Judas'."

of his interpretation follew..

The theme of the story 1s that "man cannot live

divided by materialistic and aniritual values, nor can he live 1n the modern
world by either without faith or 10ve."IG
The Flowering Judas is one of the tree. mentioned 1n T. S.
Gerontion.

~liotts

poem

T. S. Eliot writel.
Tn the juve.oenoe of the year
Came Christ the tiger
In depraved May, dogwood and chestnut, flowering judas,
To be eaten, to be divided, to be drunk
Among whispers J

Significantly, the po.. speaks of the Flowering Judas in conneotion with the
institution of the saorament of the l!:Ucharist.
symbolt 1n the story.

There are two basic groups or

those related to religion and those related to the

material world of the machine. PeUgiou8 symbols-Savior symbols in 'P8.rtlcular--are u.ed in conneotion with

~aggionl.

Like Christ, araggioni is a

leader who has oome to chan"e the existing order or things and who has suftered tor the people.

Braggioni is a "leader of men, a skillful revolutioni.t,

and hi' skin has been punctured in honorable warfare."17 Re i. said to posse ••
fta real nobility, a 10,. of humanity raised above mere personal affections."IS

IGRay B. West, Jr., "Katherine Anne Porter, Symbol and Theme in
'Flowering Judas'," Accent, ~I! (Spring, 1947), lR5.
17:'orter, F'lower1ng Judas, p. 140.
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His teet. like tho •• ot the Savior, are washed by a w.eping woman.
symbol is also used. tor Eugenio, who surrenders hi. lite.

By

The savior

giving him nar-

cotios, Laura help. him surrender it and beoomes a symbol ot Judas.

Symbola

ot the materialistic value, are related to the machine age and revolution.
Thes. symbols are

~lsc

,;<;ild in connection with Braggioni, making him a complex

character and not a pure savior.

The word a "skilled" and "punctur.d"--worda

trequently uled 1n conneotion with machinea--are ueed to desoribe Braggioni.
Laura tear. the machine and showe this tear by refusing to wear lace made on a
machine and by tearing to be crushed by a machine

&I

,he i. oroasing a Itreet.

To live in either the world ot religion or the world ot the machine one must
love.

taura has no taith, and

80

ahe cannot have love.

10.... on all 1eve1a 18 shown symbolically,

Her rejection of

by rej.oting religion, abe rejects

divine 10veJ by being unresponsive to the ohildren she teaohes, ahe rejeot.
profe•• ional love.
erotio love.

by

refusing to re.pond to any ot her lovers. ahe rejects

Laura does not partake of the sacrament of the bread

but .he eats the tlower. of the Judas tre..
one ot love and remembranoe, but of betrayal.

an~w1ne,

Her sacrament, therefore, 18 not
In helping Rugenio, a savior,

to die, she becomes a Judae.
Investigation ot "Flowering Judal" in the light of Mr. We.tts explication
reveals additional evidenoe in 8upport of hie interpretation of the symbolism.
ASide from the tact that Miss porter haa lived in Mexioo, there 1Ilay be some
signifioanoe in her choioe of Uexioo

a8

the letting for 8everal ot her storiea.

Certainly in this story it is a happy choioe beoause ot the additional signifioance that particular oountry would add to the theme of the story.

In

Mexioo as in taura there 1s a tension between the spiritual, represented by an
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age-old faith ingrained in the

pe~ple,

and the material, represented by a new,

mechanical oivilisation and a government of revolution.

In the nation itself

there is a rejeotion of the spiritual and a dissatisfaction with the material.
Since Laura betray. love, most of the symbols of religion and ritual are
centered around the greatest betrayal of love, Judasts betrayal on the night
of the Last Supper.

Strikingly similar to Christ

t, worda

at the Last Supper

are EUgenio t , words to Laura in the dream vlsion at the end of the story.
ftfhen eat these flowers, poor prisoner, laid Eugenio in a voiee of pity, take
and eat,

and from the Juda. tree he stripped the warm, bleeding flowere, and

held them to her Up••••• MurdererS I.id 'Rugenio, and CannibalS
body and my blood. wl9

This i, III¥

'he ,ymboli.m of ritual oontained in the eating of the

blos.om, of the Judas tree signif!es the partaking of the Saorament on the
night of the betrayal.
Symbols of the materialistic valuee are related to the msohine age and
revolution.

Both Rraggioni, as was indicated by West, and Laura are related

to the materialistic world.

There 1s something machine-like in Laura's ward-

robe, for she own. twenty collars all preoisely alike and folded in blue ti.sue
paper.

Her tear ot the materialistic world ie revealed in her attitude toward

Rraggioni'a piatol.

flraggioni can love the maohine and the revolution··

"'pistols are good, I love them, cannon are even better, but in the end t pin
my faith to good dynamite,' he concludes, and strokes the piatol lying in her
hands."20

For Laura, however, the pistol i8 a symbol ot death and violence.

19Ibid., p. 160.
2OIbid., p. 157.
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and she

~ars

the gun al she holds it in her hands.

The revolutionist., including

~aggionl.

allltio world beoause they have faith in it.

succeed in living in their materlThat they have a faith 1s Indi-

oated by the expressions related to religion whioh are used in oonneotion with
the revolutionarie..

A

revolutionllt "should be animated

vessel of abstract virtue, It fta hungry world-Iavior."
"of her own politioal faith."
for

~the

80

heroic faith, a

Laura visits prisoners

Her fear of the maohine i. "her private here.y"

maohine i. sacred, and wl11 be the salvation of the worker."

has faith in the revolution and he tells Laura, "Some
ingly

by

dar

Braggioni

tnt. world, now a..~

oomposed and eternal, to the edges of every sea will be merely &

tangle ot gaping trenohel, of orashing wall. and broken OOd1el."21
Laura laoke the faith of the revolutionist.
type of leader she see..

~he

is disillusioned

~

the

"The gluttonous bulk of Braggioni has beoome a sym-

bol of ber many disillusionl. ft22

She is not BUre herself why she has oo.e to

Vexioo, ahe does not ahara in the spirit of the revolutionists.

~o

matter

what this stranger says to her nor what her meslage to him the very oall. ot
her flelh rejeot knowledge and kina hip in one monotonous word.
Laoking faith, Laura must alao laok love.
rejeota love on all levels.

Aa Ray B.

No."23

west indioates, Laura

She has rejeoted divine love, and this is revealed

by her aotion. when she slips into a orumbling little ohuroh and 8ays a Hail
Mary

on the gold rosary she hal bought in Tehuantepec.

-

21Ibld., p. 156.

-

22Ybid., p. 141.
23Ybld •• p. 161.

"It is no good and .be
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ends by examining the altar with it. tinsel and ragged brocade."24 She is a
Roman Catholic by birth, but faith in the spiritual has become meaningless to
her.
On a professional level she rejeots love in her relations with the prisoners and her pupils.

She vidts the prisoners, bringing them emall luxuries.

but ahe "does not wound them by pity."
the ohildren"

That she could be loved i8 shown by

efforts to show their devotion.

They bring har flower., greet

her with l.ile8. and write on the board, "We lov ar tioher. ff
heraelf in response.

She oannot give

"Ever" day she teaohe. ohildren who remain

stran~r.

to

her, though she love. their tender round hands and their oharming opportuni.t
savagery."25 Rer rejeotion of the children"

love a180 suggests her rejeotion

of motherhood with ita giving of love.
That she has the potentialIty for loving i, peroeived by Braggioni, who
notes her full breast., symbolio of love and fertility.

Her blue serge dre ••

with it, white collar suggesting a religious habit 'ymboli,e, her

self-~poled

frigidity and sterility.
The nun symbol 1, repeated in the story.
tered."

The name Laura mean. "oloia-

The habit and the vows are sugge.ted in, "She weare the uniform ot

an idea and haa renounced vanities."

The rule and the novitiate are suggested

in, "She has enoased heraelt in a set of principle. derived from her early
training," onoe more luggesting her resistance to love and her use of virtue
as a shield tor selfishness. Religlou. asoeticism i. auggested b,y Laura's

24Ibid., p. 142.
25!bld., p. 151.
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"pitiless

courte8~and

her resting her eyes on the "consoling rigidity ot the

printed page."
A verbal symbol of her renunciation of all love is her frequent use of
the word No.

~No.

No.

~o.

~he

draws her strength from this one holy talis-

manic word which does not sufter her to be led into evl1.,,26

In Laura's ease

She
liberty ot speeoh
without any lign of modelty, indeed, without any sign at all, and this 1s disthe No i8 not modesty sateguarding ohaltity.

ooncerting even to Braggioni.

pe~lt8

Her "notorious virginity" i8 not a virtue but

a callousneas and a refusal to love.

It is this whioh makel her even lesa

appealing than the olly, gluttonous Rraggioni. who at lea.t haa sentimental
aftections.

l,aura sense a her own emptiness.

"It mq be true 1 am as corrupt,

in another way, as Braggionl,t she thinks in .pite ot herself, 'al calloul, aa
inoomplete,' and if this is so, any kind of death seem. preferable. w27
That Laura haa betrayed love and is barren without it is aymbolhed moat
vividly in her dream of Eugenio.

In the dream she aees the barren wasteland,

the rocky edge of a cliN', and the jagged wave of a .ea that is not water but
a desert ot crumbling stone.

At first, Laura is above this arid land, but she

descends to it by holding on to the branoh of the Judas tree.
her voluntary aooeptance of an arid l\nd frul tless life.

This suggests

She reaches this

wasteland through betrayal becaule she holds on to the branoh ot the JUdae
tree whioh bends down to the earth with her.

The Judas tree ie supposedly

the kind of tree on whioh Judas destroyed himself.

26Ybid., p. 151.
2?Ybid., p. 145.

Through the use of thie
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tree, lAura reaohes aridity and so destroys life, whioh must be fruitful.
That Laura realizes the aridity of the land 1s indicated by her greedy eating
of the flowers whioh oan satisfy both hunger and thirst.
lo~e.

~he

is hungry for

but does not give it, and so her love is a devouring love as she eat.

the warm, bleeding

flo~ers.

She is aware of the faot that she has destroyed

something in those who have loved her--the boy with the withered rose, the
disapnointed young captain. the children whom she thinks of as prisoners,
Eugenio who was

literl.!l.l1~,!

bored to death--beoause she oan see that Eugenio's

hand is fleshlees and his eye sockets are without light.

l1;UgenS.o, "well-born,"

symbol of all men 01"01' love, calls her murderer and oannibal because she i8
oonsuming him- "This is my body and m.y blood."
Braggionl remarks to Laura, "',ve are more alike than you realize in some
thlng •• ~

3raggioni, too, has

it 1. nosse.sed.
~.reile'.-Laura

t~lnd

out that everything will turn to dust onoe

He has rejeoted love to the 9xtent that he is cruel and
tells him to go out and kill someone and he will feel better.

He has learned to love the world profitably.

"He will never die of it.,,28

Yet 3raggioni has some love to fill the barrenness of the wasteland.

!n hi.

youth he tried to drown himself b8cause the girl he loved had laughed at him.
To the emaciated men who waylay him with their troubles he i8 always sympathetio, at least to the point of giving them small coin..

He has at least

enough love to return to hie wife and speak tenderly to her.
the

lo~e

why ahe

He has, too,

of his profession as a revolutionist and layl "he oannot understand
Laura works

28Ibid., p. 152.
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hard for the revolutionary idea unle.. she love.
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some man who is in it. w29
Something of Braggionifa character 1s revealed in the choice of colora
used in describing his appearanoe.

Re wears a lavendsr oollar, purple neck-

tie with a diamond hoop, glo8sy yellow shoes, mauve hose. and a bright yellow
.ilk handkerohief.

His eyes are the tawny yellow of a oatts.

The.e details

added to hi. general grossnesl indioate vanity. vulgarity. and effeminate
sensuality.

'he touoh of animal cruelty is added with the desoription of the

tooled leather ammunition belt "buokled oruelly around his gasping middle.

He

.ighs and hi. leather belt oreak. like a saddle girth.w30
Colors and expressions used to desoribe Laura indioate her frigidity.
She makes a uniform of her dr$ss. always wearing blue .erge, indioative ot
moral aeverity and coldness.
garden 1s described in
shadows.

0001

Rer oollar 1s white; her eyes are

0001

gray, her

color...a wash ot gauzy silver with oobalt blue

Even the warm 8carlet blossoma of the Judas tree are oooled to a

dull purple.

Signifioantly, "the names of the oolors repeated themselves

automatically in her mind, while she watohed not the boy, but his shadow,
fallen like a dark garment &orosI the fountain rim, trailing in the water. wSl
At the end of the story she li8. thinking, or rather, trying not to
think.

Her negation is further symbolized by the type ot thoughts she permits

herself to think.

-WUmbers tick in her brain llke little clocks, soundle.a

29rbid., p. 156.
SOIbid., p. 14S.
Slrbid., p. 149.
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doors close of themselve. around her."!2

Eugenio offere her one more chance

to love but she gives her final answer, "NO!" Frightened by this viaion ot
herself, Ihe is atraid to 'leep again.
By

her use ot symbolism in "Flowering Judaa," Katherine Anne Porter

achievel aeveral things.

By

the use ot the maohine symbols ahe broadens the

story so that it ia not a mere oharacter sketoh of a g1rl in Mexioo but a
conoise pioture ot the oontrast between the spiritual and materialistic worlds.
By the u.e of the symbols of ritual and religion, ).flu Porter "broadens the
.tory atill more until it does not merely pre8ent the oonfliot between the
meohanistio and spiritual in modern oivilisation, but goes beyond the modern
age to present the univeraal man refusing to love, betraying 10.... , but hungering tor 10..e.

This re lating of the oharacter. to Chri,t and Judal al,o oreatel

a oomplexity in the oharaoterisation and at the same time makes it olear that
it 18 Laura who doe. the greatelt evil.
In The Fiotion and Critioi.. of Katherine Anne Porter, Harry J. Mooney
.trelle. the idea that many of Mill Porter'l oharacter. are good people who
are injured by the entrance into their live. of evil and hatred from toroea
outdde them.el'ftt'.

Thi. doe. not seem to apply in \1Flowering Judaa."

'By

&alooiating Laura with the symbols of betrayal and Iterility, Katherine .Anne
Porter make. it olear that Laura 1s not

10

much linned again.t aa ainning.

In date of publioation "Flowering Judas" preoede. "Pale Horse, Pale
Rider" by leveral year., but in other alpecta the former story would leem to
be

a de... lopment of the latter.

32Ibid •• p. 159.

In "Flowering Judu· man can 11ve in the
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world if he has love, and he can love if he wll1, in "Pale Horse, Pale Rider,"
man 1. a fallen oreature and oan live in this world only if he does not think
of what it should be.

"Flowering Judas" pre.enta the wasteland with the

possibility of a fructitying element, "Pale Hor.e, Pale
wasteland with no break in its barrenness.
of ritual and religion.

one based on the

~iderft

presenta the

Both stories employ the symbol!.m
~edemption

of the 'New Te.t.ent, the

other on the Fall of the Old Te.tament.
"Pale Horse, Pale nider" 11 abo related'to the group of storie, about the
"Old Order" of Southern aristooraoy. Harry J. Mooney on page nine of the 'tr'ork
pr8~iously

cited call. attention to the fact that the .eri8s of stories, which

often 8eem more 11ke autobiographioal sketches than short atories, 18 united
around the oharacter ot Miranda.

When the entire .eries ot stories 1, con-

sidered, the character of Miranda dewlope.

She

mo~e8

in two wOJ"ld.--the safe,

traditional world ot innooence and youth, and the disillusioned, bored world
of maturity. yooney note. that the young Miranda, atter tm death ot her
matriarchal grandmother,

lea~es

the decaying world ot the "Old Order" to find

the brave, n.. world.
Tn "Pale Horse, Pale Rider," Miranda 1s working as a drama critic tor a
lJen",.r newspaper during World War I.

Aa the story opens, she i. dreaming that

she is riding with a pale, sinister stranger whose garments flap on hts bones.
They ride together for awhtle, but then she tells him to ride on, that she i.
not going with him this time.

She awake. to unpleasant thoughts of the Lusk

Committee. who are trying to oompel her to buy a Liberty Bond on her very
JD8ager salary.

Ulce many other young people, she is embittered by the cruel

"patriotism," the ,elfish and snobbish

8er~ice

of socialite Red Cross workers

25

and the dead futility of planning a life when so few can be expeoted to live
to see their plans fulfilled.

Adam Barolay, a young Lieutenant in the

Engineers, 1s on leave fram oamp before going oversea..
in love. but there 18 a sense of futility in their love
Adam to return alive.
oare of her.

He and Jliranda :":'.11
beo~u.e

neither expects

When Miranda gets influenza in the epidemic, Adam takes

During this time they sing an old spiritual about a pale hors8

and a pale rider who takes a lover awq but leaves one to mourn. Miranda
fight. to live, only to find out when she reoover. that Adam has died of influenla oontraoted from her.
The .tory oan stand by it.eIt aa an insight into the atmosphere ot frenzied patriotism and bitterness that attended the olo.e ot the first World War.
There are, however, some indioations that there may be deeper significaDOe.
The US8 ot Adam, apple, garden of paradise, death and the devil sugg8sts a
relation.hip with the Fall of Man.
Adam's first name Obviously fits into the .tory of the Fall, and even his
laat name,
fect

~arolay,

might be taken a. Bar-Clay, Son of clay.

.an, sure in hie strength, untouohed

by pain.

Adam is the per-

"He really did look,

~iranda thought, like a fine healthy apple this morning.

One time or another

in their talking he had boasted that he had never had a pain in hie lite that
he

could remember. ,,33 He is the stronger of

t):'f!

two, the one who talces oharge

in Mirandafs illness. but it 1s Miranda who 1s wiser in her knowledge of evil.
She not

on~

lcnows that it i. greed and selfishness -nich 1s sending Adam to

his death, but ahe realizes it and resent. it bitterly.

"1 hate these pot-

33xatherlne Anne Porter, ~ Horse, Pale Fider (New York, 1939), p. 198.
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belli.d baldhead• • • •

Adam .ee. the greed and selfishness, but his

pride in hb youth and st:rength keeps him trom sharing her resentment.
turned eyes of genuine 8urp:rise

u~on

her.

'Oh,

~

one,' he sald.

"Adam

tWo. what

could the poor sap do if they did take him?,"35
In certain aspects Adam takes on charaeteristics of the Second Adam,
Christ.

Beoause of His love for man, the Second Adam die. as a sacrifice that

man may live again.

Beoause he love. her and wants to take oare of her, Adam

expose. himself to Miranda's dis.a.e and

dl~~.

This Idea of Adam as the lacrifio. of atonement, the Second Adam, is
suggested In Virandats thoughts,
him.

"No, there was no re.entment or revolt in

Pure, she thought, all the wt\Y through, flawle.s, complete as the .ao-

rifietal lamb muet be.

The saorificial lamb strode along oasually. • •

.36

•

She has sensed that be i8 in a certain sense consecrated, set apart, becaua.
"he was not for her, nor for any woman, being beyond experience already, committed without any knowledge or act of hi. own to death."3?
not die merely for Miranda.
the world.

Adam Barclay does

Like the Second Adam he 11 pitted against evil in

F,vll in hb ca.e is the greed and hypocrisy of war and wartime, the

greed of those Who find war a profitable busine.s.
but in hie death there 18 no redeeming feature.

Adam ia OYSroome and die.,

Like the first Adam he die.

a. a re.ult of the weaknel. of a woman, and his death does not oonquer death

-

Mlbid., p. 223.
36rbid., p. 223.

-

36Ibid., p. 224.
3?Ibld., p. 205.
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for others.
This relationship of Adam Barclay to Christ should not be stretched too
far.

Adam

does not consider himself a savior of the world, but tm t he does

oonsider himself a victim oommitted to death ls indioated in his remarks about
the shortness of his life expeotancy.

"'BUt,' he laid, 'does it matter ao mUch

if youtre going to war, anyway? • • • Do you know what the average life expeotation ot a sapping party is after it hits the job? ••• JUst nine
minut.s.,K38 Adam Barclay 1s in some

~.peot.

a mysterious figure, and it ia

thi8 mysteriousness that suggest. hia symbolio character

a8

a victim. Miranda

noticea the inexplicable expressions on his face when he i8 at a distance trom
her.

She notice. "that he always began by miling at her, that his smile faded

grad\1allYJ that hie eyea became fixed and thoughtful as if' h. were reading in
poor light. w39 When they would part, instead of walking on, Adam would wait
as i t b. expected her to turn, "and under his brow. fixed in a atrained frown.
hi. eye. were very blaok."40 Once she noticed his face as he sat waiting fOr
her.

KIt was an extraordinary face, smooth and fine and golden in the shabby

light, but now aet in a blind melancholy, a look of pained suspense and dis.
illusion.

For one split .econd ahe got a glimpse of Adam when he would have

beeD. older, the faoe of' t he man h~ would not live to be. ,,41
The name of )-'iranda alao has $ymbolic significance.

S81bid., p. 199.
391bid., p. 196.

-

40Ibld •• p. 205.

-

-

41Ibtd., p. 225.

The name itself

28
adml~abl. o~

mean.

lOTab18.

~hake''''eJ''et. ~pe.t,

1n tt,"

("~.'''.L184).

Yl~anda

I, a180 the name of tho character in

who .xclai1fts, "0 'bra.....

Dew

world, that hu such -people

Thie 18 ircnical becau •• the bra.,. new world ot

Yiranda t , youth i . a world in which ahe can rind ..... ry little or the brave and
nOble.

Th. people in her world are the tusk Comt.ttee, the emug socialite.,

the fatlure., the ta-dry dane. hall crowd.
Y.iranda 11ke E....e comes fac. to fac. with ev11, but unlike

~

i. not

tempted by it. Ray '9. W.st, Jr., describes her experience u follow.,
nvlreda.' s delirium is r.ally a d••cent into the 'Wor Id of .....11 whi c h 11 repreBut

s.nted in Hf. by all the hypocrisies and on.lti•• of war and wartime.
n'ath and .vi 1 weI'"

it was abo a de.cent into knowl.dge.

and reoogn1 zed, not to be hi ddan behind
delc-ent.

War'

.logane.

facta to be faced

Tho ",.,.. too, .... a

Adamts death WIll, of course, the final da.cent, and th18 fact .ug-

g.at. that lOY8, whioh was the mean. by which l'-1randa 1 • • a ..... d,
flret atop toward. death."42

wa.. alto the

Thi. bringing toe-ther at the triangle of

knowledge ot a,,11, death, and 10..... again

~int.

out the .1Inl1ari ty between

the theme ot "Pale Horse, Pale Rider" and the Fall and pedemptlon of Man.

In reality Adam die. because

be

10...... Miranda

to risk contagion to talce care of her.

80

much that he 18 willing

f.ihe hal already ..en Ntrself aa the

cause of hIs death in the symbolic dream. or .i.lona of bel" delirium.
t~. .

flSbe

herself before him a.ngrily, and .elfishly she interposed between him and

the track of the arrow, crying,

\10,

no, like a child cheated in a game.

my turn nmw, why must you always be the one to die?

It'.

And the arrows .truck her
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cleanly through the heart and through his body and he lay dead, and she atill
loved, and the wood whistled and sang and shouted, every branch and lear and
blade of grass had its own terrible accusing VOi08."43

Nature's turning

against Eve is paralleled in the accusing voioe8 of every branch, leaf and
blade of grasa.
Miranda's descent into knowledge 1n her delirium is prefigured in "The
Grave."

AI her brother Paul showed her the young rabbits, "Miranda said, 'Oh,

T want to
fully.

!!!.'

under her breath •• • • She touohed one of them e ...er so care-

tAh, there's blood running over them,' she said and began to tremble

without knowing why.

Yet she wanted most deeply to .ee and to kna.."44

In

"Pale Horse, Pale Rider," Miranda seel and knows a new lit& as she law and
kneW new life 1n "The Grave."

On both oocaslonlll, however, the knowledge comes

with a vision of death and blood.
AI Kve must have been haunted

~

the memory of the Garden of

~arad!I.,

Miranda, too, remember, her dream of leeing through a rainbow the clear, deep
landlcape of lea and land.

Aft6r her recovery ahe notices how tired and dull

human faoel around her 8eem in comparison to the radiance Ihe haa diaeovered
in the paradbe of her delirium.

"She saw with a new angubh the dull world to

which she wal condemned, where the light seemed filmed over with cobwebs, all
the bright surface. oorroded, the sharp planes melted and form lese. all objectl
and beings meaningl.... all. dead and withered things that beUeved themselves

aUv.... 45

44y.atherlne Anne Porter, The Old Order (Wew York, 1944). pp. 59-60.

-

4Sporter, Pale Horse, p. 259.
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Miranda' 8 view of the wor ld after her de Hrlum is a .ymbo 1 of

~ve

looking

at a world which has turned against her. where the olear ra.diance of God no
longer shines through and Where the touch of sin withers and kills.

Since

Miranda looks at the world as Eve, the mother of all men, she then looks on the
world. that all men see-a world filled with dead and witmred things that think
themselves alive.

In the microcosm of Miranda the.e things are the newspaper-

men, the oommitteemen, the socialites, the crowds at the dance halls and
theater, who mistake movement for life.

Yet the world 1s filled with death--

Adam and Viranda see the atreats filled with funeral prooe.81ona.
Not directly oonneoted with the story of Adam and F.ve, but related inasmuch a8 death 1s related to the fall, are the pale horse and rider of the
Apooalypee.

This symbol of the pale horee and the rider who 1s obviously

death 1. one of the first used in the story.

When Miranda is to ride with the

pale .tranger--to leap the gap betw.en time and eternlty--she ohooses the
hor •• Graylie, who i . not afraid of bridges.

The choosing of the horse also

relate. to the storie. of the "Old Order."

In her dream, 'Miranda goe, out to

ride to escape the orowding in of the pa.t.

She does not choose Fiddler, her

grandmother'. horee, but Graylie, who i8 not afraid to leap over from old to

ne..

The dream of riding with the pale rider but then turning baok fore-

.hadows Miranda' 8 destiny J when the same image of the pale horse and rider
appeara later in the story in the song of Adam and Miranda, it increase. the
tone of impending tragedy and £oreahadowa the death of on. of the lovera.
A few nature symbols' are used in the story.
by light and sunshine.

When

~iranda

Lifo and joy are symbolized

is abnost ready to sink into the darkn.ss

of death, she is aware 0.£ one indestructible point of light, her will to live.
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"Trust me, the herd unwinking angry point ot light .aid.

Trust me.

I etay."46

The 11 ttle 'Point of mortal Ute widened out to the rainbow radiance ot eternal
life ae Miranda was ready to step into eternity, but then the radiance faded to
the cold, sterile white of the hospital.

She 18 back in the 8ame dreary world

again, and its joy. are too dim for her.

S'Peaking of the sunshine Mias Tanner

enjoys, ahe remark. that she
that she cannot see it.

m~

love it again it she 8eea it, but the truth i.

There 18 no Hght and there may never be light again.

What Helen Gardner say. about The wasteland in The Art of T. S. Eliot

-----

~----

well be applied to "Pale Horse, Pale Rider".

-

may

"It does not so muoh move towards

a solution as make olearer and olearer that a solution i. not within our power.
It I true 8ubject is agele ••• it disoovers a radioal defect in human life and
makes clear the insuffioienoy 01' human enjoyments.

Beneath both beauty and

ugliness there lurk. in all olas.es and in all ages boredom and terror, all
wars are the same war, all love-making 11 the same 10ve-making."47

In "Pale

Horse, Pale Rider," Katherine Anne Porter baa not written an allegory or retold the story of Adam and EYe in a modern .etting, but she has suggested symbollcally that the ancient story of love, .elfishness, death, and redemption
18 told over and over again in the livea of men.

The story of Ad .. Barclay and

Miranda oan stand by it.elf. but by relating it to the fall of man, Misa Porter
ghes it an impact 1t
Another

8t~

COIl ld

not achieve by i tselt •

in which Katherine Anne Porter u.es religious symbolism as

a core is "The Jilting of Granny weatherall."

-

Although it is related to the

46Ibid., p. 253.
4'Helen C. Gardner,

!!!!. ~!!!..!. !.

ll'!liot (New York. 1950). p. 88.
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two

previous stories in its use of religious symbolism, it is not so

related in theme.

ol08e~

The idea of wasteland does not appear In "The Jilting of

Granny Weatherall."

There Is a sense of frUstration on Granny's part, but it

is more of a frultration of her vanity than of a desire to lead a full life.
The story is made up of the events that come to the mind of Granny 'Kieatharall as she 11e. dying.

The irksome thought whioh will not laava her is the

memory of her being jilted on what Was to have been her wedding day.

No

thoughts of the hard but full life she has led can effaoe that memory, and now
as she lies dying she fears that for the seoond ttme the priest is in the house
but the bridegroom is not ooming.

This time, however, a Bridegroom does come.

The religious symboll6m i. based on the parable of the coming of the bride·
groom.

The bridegroom in both the parabb and the story is death.

Granny'.

vanity rears a second ji.lting by' a bridegroom as she worries, "God, give a sign'
For the second time there was no sign.

Again no bridegroom and the prie,t in

the house.,,4S The lighting of the lamp in preparation for the ooming of the
bridegroom Is symbolioally presented in Granny'. lighting of the lamps.
fog ro.e over the valley, ahe law it marohing aoross the oreek
tree s and moving up the hill 11ke an army of ghosts.

~allow1ng

"A
the

Soon It wou ld be at the

near edge of the orohard, and then it was ttme to go in and light the lamp •• "49
Once the lamp was lit and she was ready for the ooming of the darkness, her chi]
dran could move away from her.

"The lamp 'Wa' lit, they didn't have to be

and hang on to mother a~ more."50

4Sporter, Flowering Judas, p. 136.
49tbid., p. 127.
50Ibid.

soare~

33

Tn this story as in "Pale Rorse. Pale Pider," a po.int of light is used ...
a symbol of the will to live.

"The "blue light from Cornelta's lampshade drew

into a tiny poi.nt in the center of her brain. it fUckered, winked 11ke an
eye, quietly it fluttered and dwindled.

Granny lay curled down within herself.

amazed and watohfUl .taring at the point of light that was herself • • • • She
*tretohed herself with a deep breath and blew out the light."5l
1n the next two stories. "That Tree" and "Maria Concepoion," Katherine
Anne 'Porter onoe more pioks up the theme of man's need of the spiritual. the
ideal, and love.

In these storie., however, nature symbols predominate.

In "That Tree" Katherine Anne Porter uses a nature symbol, a tree, to
represent the pursuit of the ideal, she uses a meohanioal symbol. a .traight
line, to represent the materialistic and the frigid.
The aotion of the story takes place in Mexico and il told in flashbaok
style by a man identified a8 "the journalist."

Fe tell, hi. guest that the

day hi. first wife left him was a luoky day beoause her leaving spurred him on
to beoome a suooessful journaUst and the author of a beet-seller.

'He had

become engaged to Miriam in Minneapolis and then had gone to Mexico to write
poetry and to prepare a home for her.

~he

stayed in Winneapolis to teach for

three years to earn money for her trousseau.

!)urine; those years he taught

in a technical sehool and lived with an !ndian girl in the artistic settlement.
}liriam finally
flowers but

arr1~

v~ry

d to find the house filled with beautifu I pottery and

little else--tbe Indian girl had taken the furniture as a

dowry for her next "marriage." Miriam wal repe lled by 1;.~, ~f'A,l.lliiltV,~e .. and
/<:,,'
. /.,") S"

"

'

\:

51Ibid., p. 136.

y~

he-I

Y

after four years of incompatibility she lert him.

To prove his abtl1ty to be

a succe.s in her world, he went into journali.m and married and divoroed twice
more.

Now that he is sucoessful, she writes that she wants to oame baok to him

and he sends her the money to come to him.

the ohalk line and live in his world.

She

any convenience. and he will not

her again.

~arry

-

This time, however, she will walk
will live in a Mexican home without

There are several similarities between "That Tree" and "Flowering Judas."
The mOlt obvious is the similarity in setting and the use of the tree as a symbol in both.

In both stories there i8 a conflict between the spiritual and the

materialistio. and in both stories there is an ideal whioh beoome. a religion
and a morality which is evil because it i8 .terile and lovele...
of "That Tree" is not Viranda.
storie. began in 1935.
faot that
unlike

"That Tree" was publi8hed in 1934, the Miranda

Thil time .equence may have .ome significance in the

may have suggested the character of Miranda.

Although Miriam.

i8 from the Middle West, she share. in Miranda"

de.ire to 8ee

MiriL~

~iranda,

The Miriam

a new type of 11fe.

They oontrast eaoh other in that Miriam seek. the romant1.o

lite that Miranda tlees hom.
Two different attitude. toward llfe are the bases for confliot in "That
Tree."

To the journalist a full lite 18 one lived in the pursuit and oreation

of the beautiful.

This lire ot devotion to art Is symbolised b,y the journalist

as "lying under a tree."

The tree represents a spiritual or aesthetio ideal

to be pursued.
The pursuing of this ideal i. almost a religious duty for the journalilt.
The artist 18 the priest of his faith.

"You know, a raoe apart, dedioated men

muoh superior to oommon human needs and ambitions • • • I mean I thought art

36

wal a reltgion. n52

He oannot explain to Miriam his Franciscan notion of Holy

?overty for the arti.t.

nHe want on in his pawky way trying to make clear to

her hit mystical faith in these men who went ragged and hungry beoause they
had oholen onoe for all what he called in all seriousness their souls."53

For Miriam there is no value in art unless art 18 aooompanied b.Y material
oQnt"ort8. Miriam's aense of humor

may be

compared to hoI' attitude toward art.

"no, her .enae of humor never worked for salvation.
on what 'WOuld have been a good time anyhow. "54

It was just an extra frill

To her, art is a luxury to be

enjoyed when all material comfort. have been eupplied.
~he

looks forward to the romantic life in the art colony of Mexioo, but

she i8 indignant at having to renounoe the comforts of her world.

~he

says

she 1a interested in art J but she cannot appreoiate the beauty of the flower.
or the pottery, symbols of the ideal, because she belongs to the world of

material values.

From her early training. she i8 bound to a striot moral code,

but religion hal become for her only a oode designed to preserve her independenoe and to save her from having to give herself in love.

This rigidity and

lack of love is shown symbolically in aome of her phyaloal oharaoteristioa.
Like Laura in "Flowering Judas" Miriam has an unholy virginity whioh is a rerusal to love and give herseIt.

She haa a nun-11ke appearanoe, "protes81onal

habit of primnels. • • .Rer notion of daytime dress was a tailored suit with
a round-collared blouse and a little felt hat 11ke a bent shovel pulled down

52Ibid •• p. 113.

53Ibid._ p. 112.
541bid., p. 9'7.
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over her eye..

In the evening she put on a black dinner dress, practically

disanpeared into it."55
~en

her movements show her refusal to yield

hers~lf.

~n

the journalist

danoes with her he can "feel her tense oontrolled hips and her looked knee.,

whioh gave her danoing a most attractive strength and lightness without any
yielding at a11."56
~he pre~rs Milton the T~rltan poet to the romantics, and her religion,

like that of the uuritans. consisted in walking the ohalk line.

Tn reality,

the chalk line was the proteotion of her independenoe and it kept out all
enoroaohments on her love.

"She had a terrible phrase about twalking the

chalk line,' whioh she a:pplied to all sorts of dtuatiol'l!!. One walked, as
never before, the chalk line in marriage) there seemed to be a ohalk line
drawn betwee~ them as they lay together."51
In the beginning of the story, the journalist ohooses for himself the
nature symbol of the tree; at the end of the story, he, l1ke Miriam, i. drawlng straight lines.

"He picked up a oheese knife and drew a long, sharp line

in the cheokered table oloth.

~he

would, believe

h~,

walk

~."5~

This ex-

changing of symbols 1s significant beoause it indioates What has happened to
the journal1st.

The tree is living and growing, and While the journalist re-

tains the tree a8 his ideal he is not a journalist but a poet-journalism

-

55Ibid., p. 98.
56rbid ... p. 111.

-

57Ibid., p. lOq.

-

5~Ib1d., p. 118.
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usually being associated with the commercial, the material, and the mechanical;
poetry, With the idealistic, the spiritual and the

creati~.

For same reason

the pursuit of the ideal or the dream does not lead to fulfillment tor the
Perhaps it is because he has too much ot Miriam's world in hbn-

journalist.
selt and

80

he oannot completely tollow the ideal.

"His old-faahioned respeot-

able middle-olass hard-working American ancestry and training rOle up in him
and fought on Miriam's side • • • • !t was as if hi. blood stream had betrayed
him."59

The journalist share. with Miranda the struggle with the ties of ~e

past and the disillusionment with the present.
The straight line is meohanieal and unyielding, it does not Ii,. and grow.
It i. the practioal and materialistio world of Yiriam.
world bounded

~

When she ItYes in thi,

ohalk line., Miriam has a longing tor the other world of the

romantio and the ideal. When she oonfronts the tree, howeyer, she reject. it
&8

she pushed aside the gardenias on the bed.
EVentually the journalist sees that he, too, must betray the artistio

ideal a8 he has seen other artista betray it.
following his ideal, and
of financial auooess.

80

ae cannot pay the prioe ot

he returns to the re'peotable, oomfortable world

He, too, takes to drawing lines. but because his trus-

tration is greater than Miriam's, his lines are not drawn with ohalk but with
a sharp knite.
The use of nature symbols to represent oreatiYity and fertility i8 repeated in

~arla

Concepcion," one or Katherine Anne Porter's early short

stories. Yaria Concepcion, who has impressed the yillagers by marrying Juan

59Ibid., p. 113.
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Vill.gas in the church, finds that he is carrying on an affair with Maria Rosa,
a bee k.eper.

?luia Rosa and Juan run away together, leaving Maria Conoepcion

to make a living b1 raiSing and butohering tow18.

When h.r ohild di •• a tew

days aft.r its birth, Varia Conc.pcion shut. h.r •• lf off trom the sympathy and
pity of the villagers.

Juan and 'Maria Rosa return, and when .Juan is dragged

ott to jail to be shot as a deserter, Marla Rosa's ohild is born. Halt-crazed,
Maria Concepcion kills }Aaria Rosa.

She tell. Juan,

jail, and h. provid.s an alibi tar her.

who

has been r.l..... d trom

At the investigation b.1 the police,

all the villagers know that Maria Conoepcion hal committed the murd.r; but they
shield her.

Maria and Juan are dismil8ed, and lIaria takes Varia 1>08a •• ohild

home with h.r.
lIaria Concepcion, a. her name indioate., has one great need in life--to
conoeive and bear llte.

She cares little tor the «Weetn.s. of love, but she

notes wisely, "If! do not eat it [a crust of hon.y] now, I shall mark m.y
child."60
k.eper.
(~an

The sweetness of love is the poss.ssion of ¥aria Fosa, the be.
~aria

Roaa had eaten too muoh honey and had had too muoh 10ve."61

is attracted to the honey, for he doe. not wish to return to the silent,

aelt-contained Maria conoepoion.
keeper of the

~o1ean

For him the spontaneous affeotion of the

little bees" is honey.

Yaria Conoepcion wishes to give

lite, but without losing any of herself in the prooess.

Her straight baok and

her cold-blooded butchery of living things indioate a laok of love that oan
give Hfe. "'She is mere stone, t Raid old Lupe."G2

GOIbid •• p. 5.
61Tbi~ •• p. 28.

62Ibid., p. 13.
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It is only wlwn she oan sacrifice enough of herae l:r to acoept the help ot
Juan and the villagers tbat ahe can fulfill her longing and bear 11fe.
Conoe~olont8

Maria

giving of life is symbolized in her giving of the goat's milk to

Maria Rosa'lI child.

In the end it is the honey of Maria Roaa and the milk ot

Maria Conoepoion that give life to the child.
Maria Concepcion "breathed, too, very slowly and quietly, euh inapiration
saturating her with repose • • • • The night, the earth under her, aeemed to

S"f'Mll and recede together with a limitless, unhurried .. benign breathing.

She

drooped and olosed her eyes, reeling the slaw ri.e and fall within her own
body."SB

It 18 this reeling that giving life or oreating in al\V way is a

sharing in all nature that makea the use of nature aymboliaM so appropriate in
both *Maria concepoion" and "That Tre•• "
The stories of the third group all oontain personal symbols established
by Katherine Anne Porter for the particular story..

The first two stories ..

"The Cracked Looking-Gla8s" and "Noon Wine," emphasize the inadequacy of an
individual to meet the problems of his daily life.

The third story, "The

Leaning Tower, It presents the fa! l:ure of a civilisation.
In "The Cracked Looking-G lass. It nosaleen hal been maJOr ied for twenty-five
years to Dennis O'Toole, a man thirty years her senior.

Although Dennis 18

providing a comfortable living on a conneotiout fann, he ia very muoh

that while he is an old man ROlaleen 1s still fUll of life.

a~e

Their life 18 a

lonely one, and Rosaleen enjoys the little attentions of the salesmen and the
neighborhood neter do 'Well.

63Ibid., p. 35.

~he

teels that she doel not have much of a
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marriage with Dennis and misses the company of young

Ke~ln,

who had stayed with

them for several years and who had then gone to New York to make his plaoe in
the world.

They haye not heard from him for five years, and Fosaleon thinks

he is dead beoause ahe says she dreamed that he was.

dreamed that har sister Ronora is on her deathbed in

3he also says that she
~o8ton.

Rosaleen, then,

travels to Bo,ton to see her sister and to buy a new ooat and a new lookingglass beoause the one that she h.al it wavy and it haa a oraok in it.
in

~o.ton,

Arriving

Rosaleen is depressed by the weather and by the faot that ahe oannot

locate Honora.

~~en

she befriends a starving young Irishman aDd invites

h~

to

stay with Dennis and her, he insults her by his misinterpretation of her ofter.
Rer trip i8 ruined, and she returns to the farm only to have her New England
neighbors .uspect her of loose living.

Indignant and disillusioned, she

finally returns meekly to Dennis, wondering what she would do if anything
happened to him.
The failure emphasized in "The Cracked Looking-Glaas fl is Fosaleen's inability to face the reality of life.
cracked looking-glass so distorted and
impossible.

This inability ta symbolized by the
80

marred that a clear refleotion 11

Dennis's aoourate vi.ion is indioated by the faot that he doe.

not need a new looking-glass,
out throwing away money •• "64

at the end of the story.

"'It's a good enough glass.' said Dennis, 'withnIt's a good enough glass" is repeated by Dennie

Dennis can face reality; he does not act on dream••

He is aware that 'Cosa.leen sees him a.8 the old man that he is.

He realizes that

as a hu.band he has little to orfer posaleen, but he also realizes that he hal

-

64Ibid., p. 197.
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pro~ided

well for her and that, had ciroumstanoes been dlfferent_ they would

have been a

happy oouple.

~ery

He is not deoeived by the salea talk of the

agents, and he reoognizes the ingratitude of Ke.in's conduot.

That he is

aware of what the neighbor8 think about Fosaleen 1s indioated in his remark,
",~tnat

did the native people have to say thift morning?' he asked, trying to

pretend it waR noth1ng much to him what they said."65
The symbol of the oracked looking-glass ia closely related to the dreams
and day dreams of

~osaleen.

~ha

does not

as a dream, a reflected image of 11fe.

8ee

life itself, but she sees life

She says early in the story that life

i8 a wilderness, she finds her way through this wilderness b.Y her dreams.
ff,vy dreams never renege on me, Mr. ~ichards.

They're all I have to go by.,n BS

"'tife 1s a dream,' she said aloud, in a 80ft easy melanoholy.

tIt's a mere

One of FOBaleen's purohases on her trip is to be a new looking-glass, and
although she forgets to buy one, her trip ie the beginning of a new vision for
her.

The beginning of her new knowledge oomes when ahe .ees that the oity,

Boston, 18 not colorful and gay but as dreary and ugly as her own home.

Then

when she tries to locate Ronora, she finds that her dream has deoeived her.
Her final enlightenment comes when she is deoelved by the young man who says
he is tram

~l'go.

startl\ng on.,

80

~5Tbid., p.

...........

but who aotually comes fram Cork.

His

~i.w

ot her ia a

startling that .he olings more closely to her dream of

216 •

661bid •• p. 196.
67Ibld., p. 215.

Ke~in,
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now aeeing him aa a lover.
On her return Dennis i. amazed to hear nothing of the wonders of the trip.
Rer allenoe is indicative of the ohange that i8 taking plaoe, but before the
transformation i. oomplete, two other enlightenments must occur.

The first

happens when she hears what her neighbors think of her J the seoond, when .he
realizes that Mr. Riohards is not really interested in her.

After the first

inoident she remarks to Dennis, "II don't put the respeot on dreams I onoe
did tn68

After the second, ahe begins to see life as it aotually is, realizing

that many of the things she thought she remembered from her youth were only
dreams and that Dennie had been a good hUsband for har-"... • and beyond
everything like a green field with morning lun on it lay youth and Ireland as
i f they were something she had dreamed. or made up in .. story. • • • Without

thinking at all, she leaned over and put her head on Denni.,. knee.

'Whyever.'

ahe asked him, in an ordinary voice, 'did ye marry a woman like .e" "69

---

The Fiction and Crt tioiam of Katherine Anne Porter, page nine f Harry J.

-

.

--

-........

remarka that Rosaleon"

..-.....-.

In
},~ooney

final aooeptanoe of her marriage with Dennis is sym-

bolized by tho keeping of the 10oklng-glas8 with the crack in it.
An

anal1'da of the symbolism in the short stories of Katherine Anne Porter

11 hardly oomplete without an analysis of "NOon Wine. tf if for no other reason

than that the author her.elf has written some explanation of the story.

----

the Yale

~evi ....

In

for Autumn, 1966, Min Porter reluotantly gives the sources

for "Noon WineH--reluctantly because she deplore. the modern demand for pre-

6SIbid., p. 216.

-

69Ibid •• p. 218.
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ciae explanations and interpretation of meaning
to be "right."

She says that

th~

that everyone will be sure

80

event. of the story. as well a8 the main

oharacters. are all true in the sense that she had experienoed similar eTents
and met similar persons at soattered time. in her life.

She remarks, "So I

reel that the story is true in the way that a work of fiction should be true.
crdated out of all the soattered partiole. of lire I was able to absorb and
oombine and to shape into a living new being."10

She does not analyze the

symbolism of the story, but her explanation of the characters will

be

quoted

in the fo HOwing analysis.
"Noon Wine" is the story of Mr. Thompson, owner of a
dairy farm in Texas.
and

~hamp8on

~nall.

run-down

A stranger. Olaf Helton, comes there looking for work,

hires him.

Despite the fact that they know nothing about Helton.

Thompson and his wife are pleased with him beoause he takes over the farm and
through hard work makes it a paying proposition.

Helton i8 indifferent to

money, and only asks to be let alone to play hi. harmonica---the 8ame tune over
and over again.
sons

~ith

Yrs. Thompson is surprised one

d~

to find him shaking her

real hatred in his face beoause they had damaged his harmonica••

Aside from thl. inoident, Mr. Helton work.
nine years.

~ao.fully

for the Thompsons for

Then another stranger come. to the farm--the disagreeable nomer

T. Hatoh, who tell. Thompson that Helton 1. an escaped lunatio guilty of murdering his awn brother beoause hie brother had lost one of nelton's harmonicas.
Hatch has been able to trace Helton through a check which he had sent to his
old mother.

Now he has come to oapture Helton and return him to the asylum in

70Katherine Anne Porter, It'Noon Wine t
1966). 24.

I

The flouroel," ,.!!. XLVI (Autumn,

the interest. of law and order. and for any little reward that may be offered.
He takes out his bowie knife and handouffs and asks Thompson to help in the
oapture.

Thompson orders him off the property. and the ,hout1ng brings Mr.

Helton on the 8oene.

In the scuffle Thompson thinks Hatch 1•• tabbing Helton

and he kill. Hatch with an ax.

Helton die. a£ter he is oaptured by a poase,

but there is no knite wound on him.

'thompson is tried and acquitted, but be-

cause he teels that people think he 11 guilty, ,he spend, hie time riding around
telling his story.

Tho.pSOl1 himself feels guilty beoause he wanted to kill

Hatoh, and he wants his wife to ten him he i, not guilty of murder.

In

desperation he shoots him.elf, hoping that this will justify him.
In this story there is an interesting oombination of symbol' of ,trength
with aotual waknell and symbol, of _akneas 'With aotual strength.

aeoaus.

Mr. Thompson t.e1a inferior to his wite in social standing and in moral courage,
h. f .. ls the need of some kind of superiority. ' His one superiority lies in
his masoulinity, and so he assocIate. himself with things which are to him symbola of masoulinity.

Some of these symbols are his stiff' blaok beard, his way

of holding hi. head, hie bluster, and his ne.d for taking a drink now and then.
~r.

Thompson wat a tough weather-beaten man with stiff blaok hair and a .eekts

growth of blaok whiakers.

He was a noi,y, proud man who held hi' neok SO

straight his whole faoe stood level with hi. Adam's apple, and hi' whisker,
oontinued down his neok and disappeared into a blaok thatoh under his open
oollar. A?1 To him, taking oare of

OOWI,

oalve8, and ohickens i8 related to

femininity. and so he avoids these ohores on the farm.

-

71porter, Pale Horse, p. 93.
'

He cannot understand
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why .uch things do not have a similar meaning for )lr. Helton, and he conlidera
him a "pretty meeohing sort of fellow."
to him a s1gn of his

ma~culine

Taking an oooasional drink 1s a1.0

superiority.

ft,! never took a dram in my lite,'

said Mrs. Thompson, 'and what's more I never will.'
'I wasn't talking about the womenfolka,' said Hr. Thompson."12
In contra.t to ruddy and strong Mr. Thompson, Mrs. Thompson is weak and
delicate, and thi. weaknes. 1s symbolized b.Y her weak and watering eyes.

Thia

symbol 18 carried throughout the story where she 1a firat .een "lying down,
with green shades drawn.

~he

had a bowl of water by her on the table and a

wet cloth over her eye8."73 She i . seldom mentioned without a reference to her
eye., which cried easily.

After the killing ot Hatch, she even wore her smoked

gla•••• in the house becauae "she felt better with glas.e., .afer, hidden away
behind them..,,74

Despite her weakne.. both ahe and Mr. Thompson know that ahe

il the superior.

This auperiority is shown in her more refined .pe.ch, her

.ense of propriety, and even 1n her delicate health, which Mr. Thompson regards as a kind of luxury.

Her greatest strength 1s in her unyielding morals.

In the article previously referred to, Mis. Porter calle the.e morals "her
yoke and her crown. Her great power," she continue., "ia that, while both she
and her husband believe that the moral law, once broken, i. irreparable, ,he
will .tand by her principles no matter what. and in the end he atandl by too.
They are both doomed by tnt. belief 1n their own way."15 Mr. Thompson in a

72rbid., p. 96.

-

-

73tbld., p. 99.
74Ibid •• p. 155.
75porter. YR, 35.

-
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certain sense resembles the little boy in "The Downward Path to Wisdom."

Al-

though both realize they have done wrong, both seem rather perplexed at the
moral oode of the world about them.
The main symbol is the noon wine, the title symbol and the name of Mr.
Felton's song.

This song, acoording to Hatoh, "aayu

sornethin~

about starting

out in the morning feeling so good you oan't hardly stand it, so ynu drink up
all your likker before noon.
for the noon lay-off.

All the likker, y'underatand. that you was saYing

The words ain't much, but it's a pretty tune.

It's kind

at a drinking song.n16
Three people in the story ha•• lost their noon wine.

The first is Helton,

whose lite i8 ruined irreparably in his youth and who has no joys or hope. lett
for the rest at his life.

The .econd is Mr. Thompson, who loses his joy in lite

just a8 he is getting in a position to enjoy it.

The third is Mrs. Thompson,

who 10se8 the wine of her life When she loses her selt-respeot by keeping silent
in the trial.
To a certain extent, ReItan, as he enters the story, is a symbol of what
Mr. Thompson il to become.

The pallor of Mr. Relton with hiu long, gaunt faoe,

white eyebrowl, and pale eyes is frequently noted along with his unaeeing, dead
.tare.

At the beginning of the story, Thompson has a black beard and ia

weather-beaten.

By the end of the

appearanoe of walking death.

~r.

sto~,

he shares Relton"

pallor and his

Thompson's faoe. as he stood at the horse's

head and began unhitohing. was gray except for the dark blue of his freshly
shaven jaws and ohin, gray and blue and oaved in, but patient, like a dead

76porter,

!!!! Horse,

p. 136.
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man'. tace."77

Helton seems to teel compelled to play his so~ o,.r and over

again, Thompson must tell hie story over and over, and when he doos not have
an audience, he must still repeat it again and again in his mind.

Early in

the story Thompson says that he thinks his wite fa grandmother was a "ter'ble
old tool" for aaying the first thing that popped into her mind aDd calling it
God's wisdom.

It is this same acting on impulse that brings ruin to Helton

and Thompeon.

crazed by the heat, Helton kills his brother for a harmonica.

aecause he i. irked by Hatch's mannerisms. Thompson kills him.
In her commentary on "Noon Wine." Katherine Anne Porter describes a8
"the very living luage of loneliness" the man who became Mr. Helton in the
.tory.

She classifies Helton a8 "the Victim in my story • • • • Mr. Helton

is, by his madness, beyond good and evil, hi. own victim as well a8 the victim 01' others ... 78

Aocor di ng to the ISme commentary, Hatch is the doomed man

beoause he 1a a lover and doer 01' evil.
himself.

He doea good for no one, not even

Hatch and 1118 type will always be found on the side of custom and

oommon .enae and the letter of the law.
Harry J. Mooney indioates a eymbolio meaning for Hatch and for the knite
whioh Thompson thinks he seee Hatch using.

"The knife is mt an alibi, 01'

course. it la the symbol by whioh Yis. Porter dr_atbe. the oontusion and unreality of the evil Whioh suddenly overtakes Mr. Thompson, just a. she dramatize. the evil itself in the strange tace and manner 01' Mr. Hatoh.,,79

?7 I bid •• p. 154.

-

78porter, YR, 38.
7%arry J. Mooney, The Fiotion and Criticism of' Katherine Anne Porter
(rylttsburgh. 1957), p. 4~
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One symbol of ri tUEll is used in conneotion with Mr. TholftPsCll t
of' hands El8 a symbol of' the desire to remove guilt.

the washing

"Mr. Thompson oa.-ne in,

his eyes hollowed out and dead-looking, hie thiok hands gray whits and seamed
from washing them

0

lean every dq before he started out to see the neighbors

to tell them his aIde of the 8tory.~80
Thi. story is :related to "Flowering Judas" and "Pale Horse, Pals Rider"
in that it, too, is a story of the tailure of a man.

The major symbols of

"Woon Wine," however, hold only for this story, they do not have their roots
in a deeper and broader symbolism. that
the failure of all men.

000

Id mabt the failure of the Thompsona

This us. of' the personal symbol oombined with the

fact that the moral code of' the Thompsons 11 more or less personal to them
and thei r neighbors makes "Noon Wine" leas broad in it 8 soope than are "Flowering Judas" and "Pale Horse, Pale Fider."
The lalt story of t he group, ·The Leaning Tower," 1s not on 1y last ohronologioally, but it is al8P last in the sense of itl being a summary ot Katherine
Anne Porter fS pre 00 oupati on with the failure of' man in the western world.
Whereas in other stories lIiss Porier draatile. the social fat lure bv presenting a picture ot individual failure, in "The Leaning Tower" she oome. a10se to
a direot presentation ot a society on tbB brink of failure.
Porter uses the personal symbol in "The lAaning Tower."

Katherine

A~ne

Sinoe the personal

symbol does not deri'Ve its o'V8rtones of' maning trom any basis in religion,
ritual, or nature, the author using 8uch a symbol must be conscious of'the
necessity of making her meaning clear to the reader.

OOPorter, ~ Horle, p. 156.

Perhap8 it i8 thi8 desire
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or

for olarity that oau •• a Misl Porter to be more obvious in the .P8oifioation
her .yabol in "The Leaning Tower."

She i. oritioized for thi.

~

Ray B. We.t,

Jr., who remarks, "In only one of her major stories does Misl Porter of tend by
an onr-sp801fioatlon of her .ymbol., and that i8 in the story entitled tThe

Leaning Tower. tHSl
The aetting ot "The Leaning Tower" 1s aerlin, tJermany, in 1931 when Hitler
i. beginning his rise to power.

Charles Upton, a young Amerioan art stUdent,

come. to Berl1n to study painting because his childhood triend Kuno hal de.oribed Berlin in suoh glowing terma.

The Berlin Charles finda i. in the grip

of a hopele •• depression, but it ia stirred by the beginnings of the Nazi regime.

Charles leaves hi. hotel quarter. to find a leu eX'Denshe rooming

hou...

Be tinally ohoose. one owned

been ruined by the inflation.

~

the onoe-wealthy Rosa Reiohl, who has

His firat meeting with Fon is marred by his

9reaking a little pla.ter replica of the Leaning Tower of Pisa, a souvenir of
Roaa's honeymoon in Italy.

In the penaion there are three other atudent8t

Herr

Busaen, a Blatt-Deutsch student studying mathematios at the trniveratty ot
BerlineJ Tadeu ••

K~,

a poliah pianiatJ and Hana von Gehring, a Heidelberg

student who has come to Berlin to have a dueling wound treated.

Charles ia

depressed Qy the atmosphere of a frightening poverty and ia annoyed by the
frequent reterenoe. to the wealth of Amerioans. aerr aus.en trie. to poison
him.elf but i. resoued b,y Charle. and Tadeuss, Who agree to oover up hie
suioide atteapt.

At a New Year"

En party, they di.oU88 politios and national

histories until midnight, when the bells interrupt what promi.e. to beoome a

8lWe.t, Short Story, p. 75.
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quarrel.

They return home drunk, and Char les fin&that the Httle statue of

the lsa.nlng Tower hns been mended.

He feels that there is aome hidden meaning

in the statue" but he cannot disoover it.
The most obvious symbol in the story is the Leaning Tower.

F. O.

Matthie .. en, in an artiole wrl tten for Aooent in 1945, give. the following
explana~lon

of the use of this symbol.

"Here Miss Porter uses a oontrolling

symbol in the way that James orten dld. aince the lManing 'T'fn'IIlr not only is a
8:ouvenir of the Rerlin landlady'S long past happiness in Italy, wt it alao beoome. a oompelling in'age for the tottering balanee of the German world in the
year before Hitler '8 rise to power."e2

In view

or

some of' the other symbolism

used in the story. however. it seems that the tower represents not merely the
German world. wt rather Western oivilization.
ha~

their bases in philosophy. not in politios.

"0 the landlady the tower
turn.

The forces attaoking the tower

i s a symbol of a happiness that oan never re-

l't'hen Charles breaks the little atatue, she exclaims.

of the Italian journey.
our honeymoon.

"It was a souvenir

lfy husband and 1 brought it back as a pleasantry fran

My husband has been dead for many years.

No, the little tower

is not a thing that can be replaoed. H83
TO Charles the tower ms no particular meaning, nevertheless it appears

in hie nightmare, apparently oaused by a hot feather quilt, but actually caused
by uneaainess at the feeling of gather in,; doom.

He dream. that t he house 18

burning down, but that he has walked fearlessly through the fire and out into

82p. O. Matthie •• en, "Katherine Anne ~orter." Acoent, V (Winter, 1945),
121.
8SKatherlne Anne Porter. The Isanlng 'rower and Other Stories (New York,
1944). p. 16'1.
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the streets.

Thllre at a safe di.tanoe he watches the dark skeleton of the

house "tall as a tower standing in a fountain of fire."
At sever a1 point! in the story. Charles hal noted that wherea8 the Germans
are bound to the dieaat... of their country and cannot esoape, he is always
tree to go.

The drean of esoaping from the burning tower

IUr~e.tl

the Am.ri-

oan', .eourity and hit tend.noy to isolate himself trom the difficulties ot the
r.st ot the world.

"Otto gaz.d .arnestly at Charl•• from under his de.p brows,

.....gg.d hi. head and .aid,
oans.

t

I do not think yru really like anybody, yru Ameri-

You are indiffer.nt to everybody and .0 1t 11 .alY tor ym to be gq,

to be oarele •• , to seem friendly.
people.

You have no trouble..

how to have the.

You are really a coldhearted indifterent

You have no trQl bies beoause yQl do not know

Even it you get troublea, you think it 1.8 just a package

meant tor the people next door, delivered to you by miatake."84
Edmund Wilson remarks that the Leaning Tower ",tudl tor 80mething in the
d.struotion of 1ilioh not merely the G.rmans but a110 the ADIIIInoans have ,omehow
taken a orimina1 part (though the Amerioan is himae1t an artist, he finds he
oan m.an nothing to the aermana but the po_r ot Amerioan money) "85

The

Amerioan share 1n the destruction ot the tower il indicated by the tact that
1t i. the Amerioan Charlet who oarele.sly orulhea the plaster tower.
That Katherin. Anne Porter intends the tower as a .ymbol ia made clear
in the oommenta ot' Charl.st

"Lea.ning, suspend.d, perpetua.lly ready to fall,

but never talling quite, the v.nturesome little object yet had lOme kind ot

84Ibid., p. 221.
85p;dmund WillOn, "Katherine Ann. Porter, It
1944), '72.
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meaning in Charles. mind.
reminded him of before?

Well, what? • • • What had the silly little thing
There was an answer if he could think what it was,

but this was not the time.

But just the same, there was something terribly

urgent at work, in him or around him,

he

could not tell whioh.

There was 80me-

thing perishable but threatening, uneasy, hanging over his head or stirring
angrily, dangerously at his baok. "S6
The ae threatening forMS are symbolized by the darkness and cold whioh

Charles notioe s in Berlin. He speaks of "wo 1fi sh 00 ld," and when the 11tt le
barber apeaks of the

W&.r1Il

wintera ot Malagra. Charles remarks that this year

even Valagra had frozen stiff.
approaohing danger.

Darkness i8 frequently used to symbolize the

Charles cannot 'WOrk well because there "is something wrong

with the shapes or the light, or 80methl.ng."

The long nights seem to oppress

him with unreasonable premonitions ot danger.

The darkness closed over the

strange city like the great fiat of an enemy who

had

survived in full strength,

a voiceless monater from a prehuman. older and oolder and grimmer time of the

'Wor Id • "87
The eftect of the coming of this "voicele.1 monster from a prehuman, older
and colder and grimmer time of the world" is the brutalization of the plSople at
the oity.

This brutalization i l symbolized qy tha resemblanoe of the Berliners

to predatory animals and pigs.

Observing the repulsive "pig worship" of the

wealthy, Charles notes a kind of "sluggish but intense cruelty that worked
it. way up from their depths slowly through the layers of helpless gluttonous

BSporter, Leaning Tower, p. 245.

-

87Ibid •• p. 183.
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fat."8'3

This greed for mater ial wealth is symbolised vividly in the scene where

Charles watohes the people at the sbop devoted to pigs.
pig meat, real pig,

ean~

There are all farma

(£

tmitationl of pigs and pig meat. plush pigs and

meohanical toy pigs with in:f811t taoea.

Outdde tllt ahop are the human pig.-

waddling women and men with rolls of tat aoroas thlt back. at their neoks.
Animals themselves, they oan

on~

love their kind.

silenoe, holding their dogs up to look at the pigs.

They stand in worshipful
The dogs are 'Waring their

wint.. olothes while the street is tilled with ragged and starving people.
When Chuhs tries to move from his hotel, he aees the 'Nazi hotel owners
with eye. "piggish with malioe,· half-tiger, half-hyena.

To him the Berlin

hou.ekeeper. are foxos, wolvea, slovenly hou.e oat., tigers, hyenas, turie.,
and harpie ••
The animaUty of the people is revolting to Charlea, but it 18 BIOre under.tandable to him than the mentality symbolized by the dueling soar of RanI von
Gehring.

"But what

~

of man would stand up in cold blood and let another

man apu.t hb faoe to the teeth just for the hell of it?

And then ever aft..

to wear the wound with that look of aelt-satisfaction, with everybody knOWing
how he had got 1t • • • • Charles rejeoted that wound, the reason Why It existed,
and everything tlat made It poss1ble, then and there, aimply because there were
no oonditions for aooeptance in hie mlnd."89
In the portrayal of Hanl von Gehring as the typioal young Wazi Who will
not stoop even to orawl up the steps when he is drunk, and in the desar! pt10n

-

88rbid., p. 180.
89Ibid., p. 191.

of the ridioulous oopying of Hitler's hairout by all loyal Germans,
Leaning Tower" tends to become a propaganda pleoe.
broader than a nationalittio ons.

~The

Ita tblme, howe'Wr, 11

Darkness, cold, starvation. and brutality

are the things that Charles finds terrifying in Berlin.

yet physioal dumese,

cold, .tarvation, and brutality cannot be what is meant becaute there are wellfed people in Berlin, and Charles with his American money oan relieve the wants
of a few.

His offer of relief i8 rejected beoause he oannot give what is

really needed.

This land, too, 18 a wasteland, but a wasteland of ioe.

To

re.tore it to a plaoe fit for human existenoe it must have love and oulture,
things not found in the animal world of the Ioe Age.

Charle 8 11 the artllt,

but it ia he who oasually breaks the little image of culture and oivilization.
He feels the presenoe of the enemy within hlll8elt, and he notes that -there

wa.

something terribly urgent at work, in him or around him, he oould not tell
which."

Otto warns him of this When he says that Amerioans do not really love,

because they oan so easily isolate them.elves from the troubles of others.
They oan afford to be friendly and gay beoause, 11D Char lea. they oan lea.,.
before disaster oomes.

At the New Yearts Eve party, Charles attains some de-

gree of union with the othErS.

When the four boarders come in drunk but united.

they find 'that the little tower has been mended.

In the symbolism wh1eh she

u.es, then, Katherine Anne Porter suggesta that the tottering and fragile
tower of western oivllh:ation oannot be saved by material aid .. by culture, or
even by undereta.nding, rut only by love.
All the atories analyzed in Chapter ITI of tMs thesis are stories in
whioh Katherine Anne Porter has piotured man in his failure to meet life and
to lead a full life.

Yn all these stories the picturing of this failure haa
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been made vlvid to a greater or lesser extent thrrugh the symbolism employed
in the stories.

'3y relating "Flowering Judas" to the greatest betrayal, the

betrayal of Christ, and by connecting "?ale Horse, Pale Rider" with the greatest of failures, the Fall of Man, Katherine Anne Porter, by using symbolism,
broadens the soope of these two stories.

In "Noon Wine," "The craoked Looking-

Glals," and "The Jilting of Granny "eather-all," Wiss 'Porter, by using symbolism as a means to a more complete character hation, emphasizes the failure of
the individual man.

In "That Tree," "'Maria Concepcion," and "The LeanIng

Tower," Katherine Anne Porter concretizes in symbols the love and the spiritual
ideals without which man oannot live a full end fruitful life.

It is in these

ways, then, that Katherine Anne Porter uses symbolism to aohieve in short
fiction her aim of grasping the meaning, souroes, and logic of the failure of
man in the i":estern wor Id.

CHAPTER IV
EFFECTIVENESS OF MISS PORTER'S SYMBOLISlE

------

In Symbolism and Fiction, Harry Levin deplore. a8 a return to "Ph. D.'iam"
a modern trend to what he calla .)'mbol monger ing.

In symbol monger ing, the

poem, novel, or play resembles a layer cam, and the more layers of' meaning
there are the better.

TI, then, an analya1s of' the symbolism in the short

stories of Katherine Anne Porter an attempt to read into her atorie. levela
of' meaning that are not there, or 1s it a lengthy and tedious tracking down
of obvious meanings?

There are at leaat two reasona why an analysis of the

symbolism in the short stories of Katherine Anne Porter is necesaary,
the

~boli8m

unless

employed by Miss Porter is understood, there i. a danger that her

entire message may be lost,

s~noe

Katherine Anne Porter i. a poetic writer,

muoh of the beauty of her wri ting may be unappreciated 1f' her art of using
aymbolill'lll is unpercel ved.
A first reading of' one 01' Miss Porter's stories mar leave the reader with
the impression that there 1. much more in the story than he has been able to
capture.

Looking back on the story. he Dl8¥ remember a repetition of a phrase

or a repeated appearanoe of a certain object at significant points in the
story.

unless he returns to investigate the symbolic meaning, he 18 wry

likely to leave his reading with a general impression of an ob8curity of even
pointle ..ness in Katherine Anne Porter' 8 writing.
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If they do not function as

5',7

symbole leading on to

a

deeper lI'l.eaning. such things as the strange dreams of

Laura and ).firanda, the song about the

l~oon

Wine. the reference to a aeoond

jilting. the emphasis placed on the looking-glass and the drawing of lines,
obscure rather ttan olarify the meaning of the stories.
Not only the significanoe of oertain incidents or remarks but even the
message of the entire story may be lost or deprived of its impact unless the
.ymbolio meaning 1s understood.

Sinoe, 8.8 was stated in Chapter III of this

thad., Katherine Anne Porter uses symboUam to broaden the scope of her
stories, to sharpen chAracterisation, and to eonerethe the ideal, the failure
to read on a symbolic level of meaning results in a severing or a blocking of
the 11ne. of communication bet.en reader and writer.
aa 11188 Porter '8, one can choose to take rut

t'\8

In reading suoh 8torie s

muoh all the writer has put in,

or he oan ohoose to carry otf only as much as he oan skim otf the surface of
the .tory.
It il not only on the lnel ot understanding that there 11 a need tor an
analysis of the symbolism in the short .tor1el of Katherine Anne Porter.

On

the level of appreciation, an analysis of the 8ymboli_ revealB more of the
beauty of 'MilS Porter"

art.

Her choioe of words, her polish of expression,

her selection of detail and incident-all are brought to notioe in the prooess
of analyzing her

US8

of symboliam.

Reading KatheriM Anne Porter's storie,

without reading on a symbolio level 'WOuld be like reading narrative poetry
without reading the imagery that colors and olarifies it.
The mere presence of symbolism in the short storie. of Katherine Anne
Porter does mt necesaarily make them 8uocessful as short stories.
use • •ymbolism w1 th varying degre •• of 8uco.ae.

'Mia8 Porter

S8

The symbolism in "Flowering Judas" and "Pale Horse, Pale Rider" 1s successful because it 1s
obtrude.

80

tunotional,
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well-woven into the story, that it does not

Furthermore, the symbols used in these stories do not merely represent

individual ideas or ideal •• they are related to another story, complete and
significant in itself.

only when )Iiss Porter has Braggioni's wife wash his

teet does the lymbolilDl beoome obtrusive and offensive.
In ·'1'he craoked Looking-Glass" and in "The Jilting of Granny Weatherall,"
the symboliSM is suocesltul beoause here, too, the symbola used fit into the
looale of the story.

'l'he presenoe of a craoked looking-glal8 on a Conneoticut

farm and. its use to represent an unreal view of lite are natural and unatrained.
The aBsociation of death with the coming of' a bridegroom 1. familiar from the
parables ot the New Te.tament.
The nature symbolism used in "Maria Concepoion" is effeotive there because
the story i. let among primitive people olole to nature.
in "That Tree."

It 18 less successful

The main oharacters in "'!'hat Tree" are not clo.e to nature.

Furthermore, "lying under a tree" does not suggest tbt artistic or creative
ideal without a great deal ot emphasising and. pointing out by Miss Porter.
The symbols are vital to this story. but somehow they seem superadded to

it~

They do not grow trcm the theme. the characters, or the .etting.
The end! ng of "Noon Wine" 1s exceptionally definite f'or Ole of' Katherine
Anne Porter"

short .tories.

?aradox1cally .. the exact meaning of the symboUI1n

of' the story is exceptionally- ftgue.

Even though the song about the Noon Wine

i, the title symbol, the reader still leaves the story with questions 1n his
mind aa to the exact signiticance ot the song.

If' the noon wine represents the

wine of lite drunk too 8oon .. as the long indicates, one may well wonder who 1n

5Si

the story ever had any noon wine.

'!,Tei ther Eel tal nor Thompson ever had much

resembling the wine of 11fe, nor does either seem capable of enjoying much of
it.
~ome

of the symbo 11sm in "The Leaning Tower" suffers from obtrusiveness.

Hans von Gehring is almost a walking symbol of Nazi mentality.

The use of

persons a8 eymbols of a culture is much more suooessful in th8 stories of the
"Old Order."

The use of the animal symbols, partioularly those oonnected with

the "pig worship," seems oWI'-strained and suggestive of a propaganda pieoe.

These

fla~

do not diminish the importance of s.ymbolism in the short

stories of Katherine Anne Porter.

Frustration, hatred, destruotion, and defeat

are oertainly oauses and effects of the failure of man in western oivilization.
Harry J. Mooney states that Katherine Anne Porter "seems to be asking just what
kinds of human situations and predicaments lead to frustration, hatred, destruotion and defeat.

In other words .. she 11 projeoting on the level of the

individual consoiousness a oOnfliot for whioh the immediate history of the
world is only a larger parallelJ and in doing so she enlarges our sense of
human resouroefulness and oomplexity.,,90 This transferring from the microoosm
to the macrOOOI!J1'n its achieved in part by the use of symbolism, which is oapable
of adding levels of meaning.

Thus it is that Katherine Anne Porter uses sym-

bolism to express broad themes in her short stories.

It has been the purpose

ot this paper to show how and to what extent this is done.

9Ovooney, Fiction ~ Critioism, p. 51.
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